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Abstract
Aim: The objective of this study was to evaluate the diagnostic performance of second-look breast ultrasound (US) immediately after galactography in patients with nipple discharge. Materials and methods: Between January 2010 and November
2018, 89 patients with nipple discharge were retrospectively analyzed. All patients were examined by galactography and US.
US was performed twice, before and after galactography. Galactography, mammography and US findings were categorized
according to the Breast Imaging Reporting and Data System (BI-RADS). The final diagnosis was established by histopathological examination. Results: Out of 89 patients, 25 (28.1%) patients had positive findings as evident by US before galactography. Forty-eight (53.9%) patients had positive findings as demonstrated by galactography. Fifty-nine (66.3%) patients had
positive findings as evident by second-look US after galactography (13 patients with benign, 37 with borderline and 9 with
malignant lesions). Second-look US after galactography showed the highest diagnostic accuracy (83.2%), sensitivity (95.8%)
and negative predictive value (93.3%) for borderline and malignant lesions. For the detection of malignant lesions, secondlook US after galactography showed the highest sensitivity (90%) and negative predictive value (96.7%). Agreement between
imaging and histological result using Bland-Altman analysis exhibited no significant difference between the size established
by ultrasound and galactography. Conclusion: The second-look US after galactography is a powerful diagnostic tool for the
detection of lesions in patients with nipple discharge and demonstrates high diagnostic accuracy, sensitivity and negative
predictive value.
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Introduction
Nipple discharge is a common complaints and cause
anxiety and mental discomfort as it may be associated
with breast cancer. Even though the majority of cases
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have benign etiologies, in about 10-15% of patients’ discharge is due to cancer or precancerous mastopathy [1].
Therefore, it is important to differentiate the physiologic
discharge during breastfeeding or medication-related
conditions from pathologic causes. If the discharge is
bilateral and milky or serous, the condition is not considered as bothersome and significant. However, the
color or laterality of discharge cannot be solely used as
a tool to rule out the presence of an underlying malignancy.
The diagnostics of nipple discharge is challenge to
clinicians. The diagnostic algorithm for pathologic nipple discharge includes clinical breast examination, mammography and whole breast US as the first line of investigations [2-4]. If the outcome is negative, galactography
as a second-line procedure should be recommended [5].

Med Ultrason 2020; 22(1): 58-64

Other imaging modalities, such as contrast-enhanced
breast magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), are recommended only for selected patients, in cases of failure of
galactography or in the preoperative settings when other
techniques are inconclusive. Second-look US could be
used as an additional breast imaging method to correlate
the lesion identified from galactography.
Galactography was considered for many years to be
the key imaging modality for assessing nipple discharge,
being useful in identify the location of intraductal lesions
[6]. Recently, the role of galactography was questioned
[7], especially related to the use of high-resolution US.
However, galactography is cost-effective, readily available, and easy to perform and interpret. For example,
without preoperative mapping with galactography, breast
surgeons would underestimate the disease and fail to perform accurate central duct excision [8,9].
To the best of our knowledge, no previous research
has investigated the efficacy of combining galactography
and the high-resolution US to detect abnormalities in
patients with nipple discharge. We hypothesized that the
application of second-look US after galactography would
generate higher diagnostic accuracy. For this reason, the
aim of our study was to evaluate its diagnostic performance and usefulness in daily practice.
Materials and Methods
Study population
We retrospectively reviewed 104 patients with nipple
discharge evaluated in the radiology department of our
hospital between January 2010 and November 2018 by
galactography and US (pre- and in the 5-31 days postgalactography), and underwent either percutaneous USguided biopsy or excisional biopsy. Patients lost during
follow-up (n=2), those without biopsy (n=2), with duplicate use of same imaging study (n=4) and those without
second-look US after galactography (n=7) were excluded. Consequently, 89 patients were included for statistical analysis.
Data collection
Medical records were reviewed and the following parameters were included in our database for analysis: age,
clinical symptoms, personal history, type of nipple discharge, laterality, menopausal status and histopathologic
results. Archived images of mammography, US, and galactogram scans were interpreted by a radiologist with
over 15 years of experience in breast radiology, blinded
to pathologic outcomes. Depending on age, the patients
were divided into two groups: under and over 50 years.
Based on the aspect of the nipple discharge, this was classified also into two groups: serous or bloody.

The mammography and US findings were categorized using the American College of Radiology Breast
Imaging Reporting and Data System (BI-RADS) [10].
Also, if a mass was found on mammography or US, the
maximal diameter of the mass was recorded and then categorized into 3 groups according to its pathologic findings; benign, borderline and malignant. Atypical ductal
hyperplasia and intraductal papillomas were classified
into borderline group.
Galactography technique
One of two breast radiologists with over 15 years of
experience performed galactography using digital 2D
full-field mammography (Hologic Lorad Selenia; Danbury, USA) and evaluated the galactographic images.
While the patient was in a sitting position, the nipple orifice, which was secreting discharge, was located using a
magnifying lens. A heat lamp was applied to the nipple
for 10 minutes to relax the periareolar sphincter muscle. The nipple and periareolar area were sterilized with
an alcohol swab followed by a povidone swab. Gentle
periareolar pressure was applied to elicit discharge and a
27-gauge blunted needle attached to a syringe filled with
1 cm3 iopromide (Ultravist 370; Bayer Schering Pharma,
Seoul, Korea) was inserted into the discharging pore. After completion of infusing the contrast media (approximately 0.3-1.0 cm3), the patients received mammography
or magnification mammography in a craniocaudal or mediolateral view. Recannulation, reinjection and additional
mammography were carried out if necessary [11,12]. The
Galactogram Image Classification system (GICS) was
used [13] during the process of interpreting the archived
galactography images.
Second-look US
Although the term ‘second-look’ is used even when
there is no initial US examination, we only included
patients who went through US before galactography to
compare the diagnostic power of US alone to combined
galactography and second-look US. Second-look US was
performed by one of two breast radiologists with over
15 years of clinical experience and paid special attention
to the detected lesion from galactography. US was performed using the IU22 system (Philips Medical Systems,
Bothell, WA, USA), which was equipped with a 50-mm
array transducer with a bandwidth of 5-12 MHz.
Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis was performed using the SAS system for Windows version 9.2 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary,
NC, USA). Chi-square test and Fisher’s exact test were
used to assess the associations between the parameters
such as age, symptoms, personal history, menopausal
status, laterality, size, and imaging modalities with statistical significance set at p < 0.05. We ran two types of
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statistical analysis. The first outcome represents ‘benign
vs. borderline and malignancy’ and the second outcome
show ‘benign and borderline vs. malignancy’.
McNemar’s test was used to determine the relationship between the chosen imaging modalities and the histopathological results. Sensitivity, specificity, overall accuracy, and positive (PPV) and negative predictive (NPV)
values were calculated. We used univariate logistic regression to calculate the odds ratio and 95% confidence interval. Finally, by using Bland-Altman analysis, we compared the two methods of measurement with scatter plots
(US vs. pathology and Galactography vs. pathology) where
the difference between the measured sizes against their
means was represented. The mean difference between the
imaging modalities (US, Galactography) and the histological results was calculated and then related to 95% confidence interval of mean difference and limits of agreement.
Size variation on imaging vs. pathology was reported as
a median and interquartile range using Box plots [14].
Results
The patients’ demographic data are detailed in Table I.
For the pathologic results, a benign lesion was observed
in 41 out of 89 (46.1%) patients (35 fibrocystic change,
2 fibroadenoma, 2 stromal fibrosis and one ductal hyperplasia/ductectasia), borderline pathology in 38 (42.7%)
patients (36 intraductal papilloma and 2 atypical ductal
hyperplasia) and malignant lesion in 10 (11.2%) patients
(8 ductal carcinoma in situ and 2 invasive ductal carci-

noma). As a result, benign and borderline lesions were
more common than malignant lesions for patients with a
nipple discharge. Furthermore, a significant difference in
the size between benign and borderline lesions compared
to malignant lesions (p=0.0139) was found.
Out of 89 patients, 25 (28.1%) patients were identified with positive findings by US before galactography,
(4 benign, 14 borderline and 7 malignant lesions). Forty-eight (53.9%) patients were identified with positive
findings using galactography (10 interpreted as benign
lesions, 30 as borderline and 8 as malignant). During
second-look US after galactography, 59 (66.3%) patients
were identified with positive findings (13 patients with
benign lesions, 37 with borderline lesions and 9 with
malignant lesions). The associations between nipple discharge characteristics, imaging techniques findings and
histopathological results are presented in Table II.
Table III shows the diagnostic performance of image modalities for detecting ‘borderline and malignant
lesions’ and malignant lesion only. Employment of
second-look US after galactography showed the highest
diagnostic accuracy (83.2%), sensitivity (95.8%), and
NPV (93.3%) for the detection of borderline and malignant lesions. However, PPV (78% vs. 84%) and specificity (68.3% vs. 90.2%) was lower compared to the initial
US. Diagnostic accuracy of US before galactography
was 65.2% and that of galactography was 77.5%. For the
detection of malignant lesions, second-look US after galactography exhibited the highest sensitivity (90%) and
NPV (96.7%) (fig 1).

Table I. Patients’ characteristics
Age, n (%), years
<50
≥50
Discharge, n (%)
Serous and others
Bloody
Personal Hx*, n (%)
No
Yes
Menopausal status, n (%)
Pre
Post
Laterality, n (%)
Bilateral
Unilateral
Size (mm)
Mean (SD)

Total

Benign

Borderline

Malignant

53 (59.5)
36 (40.4)

21 (39.6)
20 (55.5)

27 (50.9)
11 (30.5)

5 (9.4)
5 (13.8)

28 (31.4)
61 (68.5)

17 (60.7)
24 (39.3)

11 (39.2)
27 (44.2)

0
10 (16.3)

72 (80.9)
17 (19.1)

29 (40.2)
12 (70.5)

33 (45.8)
5 (29.4)

10 (13.8)
0

78 (76.4)
21 (23.6)

32 (47.0)
9 (42.8)

30 (44.1)
8 (38.0)

6 (8.8)
4 (19.0)

5 (5.6)
84 (94.3)
51
10.49 (13.0)

4 (80.0)
37 (44.0)
6
5.33 (2.5)

1 (20.0)
37 (44.1)
35
10.49 (4.4)

0
10 (11.9)
10
27 (22.1)

*Personal history including first-relative family history (n=5), previous operation history for borderline or malignant breast lesion (n=6), and
other site malignancy history (n=6).

Med Ultrason 2020; 22(1): 58-64
Table II. Association between radiological and pathological results

Discharge
Serious and others
Bloody
MMG
Negative
Positive
Initial US
Negative
Positive
Galactography
Negative
Positive
Second-look US
Negative
Positive

Total

Benign

Borderline +
Malignant

28 (31.5)
61 (68.5)

17 (60.7)
24 (39.3)

11 (39.2)
37 (60.6)

75 (92.6)
6 (7.4)

37 (49.3)
0

38 (50.7)
6 (100.0)

64 (71.9)
25 (28.1)

37 (57.8)
4 (16.0)

27 (42.2)
21 (84.0)

41 (46.1)
48 (53.9)

31 (75.6)
10 (20.8)

10 (24.3)
38 (79.2)

30 (33.7)
59 (66.2)

28 (93.3)
13 (22.0)

2 (6.7)
46 (77.9)

p-value Benign +
Borderline
0.028
28 (100.0)
51 (83.6)
<0.0001
69 (92.0)
3 (50.0)
<0.0001
61 (95.3)
18 (72.0)
1
39 (95.1)
40 (83.3)
0.0045
29 (96.6)
50 (84.7)

Malignant

0
10 (16.3)
6 (8.0)
3 (50.0)
3 (4.6)
7 (28.0)
2 (4.8)
8 (16.6)
1 (3.3)
9 (15.2)

p-value
<0.0001
0.3173
0.0011
<0.0001
<0.0001

The results are expressed as number (%). MMG: mammography, US: ultrasonography.

Table III. The performance of mammography, US, galactography, and second-look US in identifying malignant lesions

Discharge
MMG
Initial US
Galactography
Second-look US*

Borderline + Malignant
Acc (%) Se (%) Sp (%)
60.7
77.1
41.5
53.1
13.6
100.0
65.2
43.8
90.2
77.5
79.2
75.6
83.2
95.8
68.3

PPV (%)
60.7
100.0
84.0
79.2
77.9

NPV (%)
60.7
49.3
57.8
75.6
93.3

Malignant
Acc (%) Se (%)
42.7
100.0
88.8
33.3w
76.4
70.0
52.8
80.0
42.7
90.0

Sp (%)
35.4
95.8
77.2
49.3
36.7

PPV (%)
16.3
50.0
28.0
16.6
15.2

NPV (%)
100.0
92.0
95.3
95.1
96.6

MMG: mammography, US: ultrasonography, PPV: positive predictive value, NPV: negative predictive value; Acc: accuracy; Se: sensitivity;
Sp: specificity.
* The result of second-look US after galactography = the result of combined second-look US and galactography

Agreement between the imaging and the histological
results showed no significant differences between both
groups (sonographic size versus galactographic size)
according to Bland-Altman analysis. There was no significant underestimation of size using US. When galactography was used to measure the size of the lesion, it
reflected relatively well the actual tumor size based on
the histological data (fig 2).
Discussion
Nipple discharge is a common symptom observed in
routine clinical practice and in most of the cases is related to a benign condition. However, if the condition is
spontaneous and shows bloody content, careful analysis
becomes imperative to exclude any malignant diseases. It
is important not only to identify the presence of disease
but also to discriminate the causes of the discharge [15].
Borderline lesions, such as intraductal papilloma,
are well-known to be the most common cause of nipple

discharge; hence their detection is of utmost importance.
Galactography has traditionally been the method of
choice for the evaluation of patients with a nipple discharge. The method directly shows the secreting duct,
which is cannulated and opacified through the contrast
medium injection. However, it does not always display
specific findings, so it could be difficult to build a differential diagnosis between benign and malignant ductal lesions [16]. Moreover, it could be difficult to cannulate the
duct, especially in patients with intermittent discharge or
nipple retraction [16,17]. Another important issue is related to the use of ionizing radiation that could be harmful in young patients [16].
With the development of modern US equipment with
high-frequency transducers, breast US has been increasingly used as an alternative method [17]. In several studies, the efficiency of US has been demonstrated in the
evaluation of distal lesions in obstructed ducts as compared with galactography [10,16,18]. US is also advantageous in the assessing the relationship of lesion with the
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Fig 1. A 44-year-old premenopausal woman with bloody nipple discharge: a) Initial US showing non-specific clustered cystic lesion
at 6 o’clock direction (BI-RADS 2, benign finding) and another small angulated marginated hypoechoic mass far away from nipple
were detected at 6 o’clock direction of Lt. breast (BI-RADS 4A, low suspicion for malignancy) (arrowhead); b) Conventional galactography on craniocaudal direction shows multiple irregular filling defects, suggesting suspicious lesions (arrows); c) Second-look
US was performed immediately after galactography shows segmental duct dilatations in the corresponding area which is the left
central breast (BI-RADS 2, benign finding → 4B, moderate suspicion for malignancy) (circles). Again, the small hypoechoic mass
was found at 6 o’clock direction (4A); d) Axial and sagittal early dynamic contrast-enhanced MR images show segmental non-mass
enhancement (arrows) in the left central breast that can be correlated to the lesion found on the second-look US. The homogenous
enhancing lesion (arrowheads) in the 6’o clock direction seen in MR imaging correlates with a different lesion seen far away from
the nipple from second-look US. The final surgical pathologic result of non-mass enhancement (arrows) on MR imaging was DCIS
and the small enhancing lesion (arrowheads) was mucinous carcinoma.

involved ductal system, the characteristics of the lesions,
and the uncovering of periductal lesions. However, US
has limited values in discovering microcalcifications and
for the lesions not associated with ductal dilatation [16].
A recent study revealed the diagnostic performance, the
sensitivity, specificity, PPV and NPV, of breast US in the
detection of lesions in patients with pathological nipple
discharge as 75%, 42.9%, 11.1%, and 94.7% and that of
galactography as 100%, 38.1%, 13.3%, and 100%, respectively [10]. We found that second-look US after galactography showed high sensitivity for ‘borderline and
malignant lesions’ (95.8%) and malignant lesions only
(90%).
Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) is known as
a highly sensitive technique for invasive breast cancer
(68–100%) and DCIS (77–96%) detection [19,20]. Several studies have been conducted to evaluate the potential
diagnostic role of MRI in ductal pathologies and have
provided a comparative analysis between MRI and galactography [14,21,22]. A study reported a statistically significant difference in overall sensitivity between the two
methods. Particularly, MRI showed higher sensitivity
(97.78%) compared with galactography (48.89%) for the
identification of ductal pathologies. However, for both
methods, the specificity was 100% [14]. Even if galactography represents the standard imaging technique for
evaluating patients with nipple discharge, it is not always
available and the likelihood to differentiate between benign and malignant lesions could be controversial. A few
studies suggest that nipple discharge is a valid indication
to perform MRI [14]. However, the role of breast MRI in

Fig 2. Bland-Altman plots illustrate the size difference between
galactography (a), US (b) and the histological tumor size. Compared to US, the size measured from galactography is more
likely to correspond well with the size of the histological result.
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evaluating nipple discharge is still controversial [22-24].
Current indication for breast MRI, according to EUSOBI
guidelines, does not include the evaluation of patients
presenting with nipple discharge [23].
Our research revealed that combined galactography
and second-look US led to great diagnostic performance
for detecting any kind of lesions in patients with nipple discharge. It also revealed that the lesions identified
using US and galactography are mostly benign or borderline lesions. Istomin et al, reported the probability of
malignancy in patients with pathologic nipple discharge
as low as 2.7% [5]. This finding is concordant with our
research.
Based on our prior knowledge about the importance
of identifying borderline lesions, we were able to describe
two different outcomes: benign lesion vs. ‘borderline and
malignant lesions’, and ‘benign and borderline lesions’
vs. malignant lesions. Second-look US after galactography exhibited the highest diagnostic accuracy (83.2%),
sensitivity (95.8%), and NPV (93.3%) for detection of
borderline and malignancy lesions. It also showed high
sensitivity (90%) and NPV (96.7%) for the identification
of malignant lesions. However, low accuracy (42.7%),
specificity (36.7%) and PPV (15.3%) were observed for
identifying malignant lesions. These results demonstrate
that second-look US after galactography is a reliable tool
for the identification of the source of nipple discharge
(regardless of the nature of discharge) including borderline and malignant lesions.
As various high-tech imaging modalities have become available, the use of galactography as a second-line
diagnostic investigation has been a matter of debate over
many studies [26]. Dinkel et al pointed out that galactographic finding of benign and malignant lesions overlap
with no specific signs and does not aid in the prediction
of true histology of these lesions [27]. Although this
problem is associated with many diagnostic imaging modalities, we could postulate, based on our research, that
second-look US would help in anticipating the nature of
the lesions. In addition, it would help the radiologists to
reevaluate the unnoticed lesions from the initial US. Furthermore, as demonstrated in the Bland-Altman plot, galactography is advantageous because it agrees well with
the size of the histological result compared to US.
As we mentioned earlier, Istomin et al [5] suggested
galactography as a second line procedure if other modalities’ result came out negative. Our research is in concordance with the conclusion of their study. The difference
in our research is that we emphasized the importance of
second-look US in addition to galactography.
This study has several limitations. First of all, it is
retrospective in design. Yet, our study included only

consecutive patients in the data analysis. In addition, we
routinely perform second-look US immediately after galactography in our clinical practice. Subsequently, it was
feasible to conduct this retrospective analysis. Galactography and second-look US were performed and interpreted by radiologists specialized in breast radiology with
immense experience. Nonetheless, US could show interobserver variability. Finally, there is no defined protocol
for second-look US. Detailed indications and guidelines
for second-look US are further required for a more precise evaluation [12].
Conclusion
In patients with nipple discharge, second-look US after galactography should be considered as a powerful diagnostic tool for the detection of lesions: our research exhibited its high diagnostic accuracy, sensitivity, and NPV.
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